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Proportion of People’s Income 
Received by Churches 


In 1926, C. Luther Fry estimated, churches of all faiths 
received “at least one per cent of the total” income of the 
people of the United States. His computation was made 
by comparing the reports of local churches to the Bureau 
of the Census for the Census of Religious Bodies, 1926, 
with the estimate of national income made by the U. S. 
Department of Commerce. It was recognized that the 
reports of local churches did not include money raised by 
regional or national church organizations that did not come 
through the local parishes or congregations, but there was 
no way of estimating such sums. (The U. S. Looks at Its 
Churches, New York, Institute of Social and Religious 
Research, 1930.) 

Since 1926 there has been no comparable reporting of 
receipts of local churches of all faiths. The 1936 Census 
of Religious Bodies was incomplete; it is believed that 
only about 80 per cent of the local churches reported. 

A number of Protestant and Eastern Orthodox bodies 
report annually to the Joint Department of Stewardship 
and Benevolence of the National Council of the Churches 
of Christ in the U.S.A. Late in 1954, 48 bodies reported 
total receipts of over $1,500,000,000. The fiscal years for 
which reports were made varied considerably. Probably 
most of the receipts reported were moneys given in 1953. 
These figures did not include any reports from Roman 
Catholic, Jewish, or numerous Protestant bodies. There 
are some 265 religious bodies in the United States, but 98 
per cent of the members are in 77 bodies with over 50,000 
members. 

Possibly a reasonable estimate of all gifts to all churches 
would be in excess of $2,500,000,000. In 1953, disposable 
personal income of all the people, i.e. “personal income 
after taxes,” was estimated by the U. S. Department 
of Commerce to be $250,000,000,000, and it might be 
stated that the churches of 1953 received “at least” one 
per cent of disposable personal income. (National Income, 
1954 edition, U. S. Department of Commerce, Wash- 
ington.) 
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The comparison with 1926 is not precise. Since the 
‘20s, concepts of national income have been re-studied and 
refined. The tax burden on individuals was relatively 
light in 1926 compared with 1953. “Disposable personal 
income” was estimated to be $250,000,000,000 in 1953, 
while “national income,” the term used in 1926, was esti- 
mated at $305,000,000,000 in 1953. 

Even if the churches of all faiths received $3,000,000,000 
instead of $2,500,000,000 in 1953, the figure would still 
be close to one per cent of national income, as Dr. Fry 
reported in 1926. 

Church members were less than 60 per cent of the total 
population in 1953. The inclusive membership reported 
was 94,842,845 persons in the latest compilation, with 
reports mainly for 1953. This included an unknown pro- 
portion of members under 13 years of age. These were 
mainly in the Roman Catholic Church, but in the 1945 
Yearbook of Ameriacn Churches some 5,000,000 Protes- 
tant members under 13 years of age were reported. Since 
that date no estimate of Protestants under 13 years of 
age has been made. Persons under 13 years probably are 
not consistent givers to church budgets. It may be that 
the funds given to churches are given by persons among 
only 50 per cent of the population. (There are no figures 
on the number of givers.) If that is the situation, then 
church members give to churches considerably in excess 
of one per cent of their total disposable income, and also 
did so in 1926. 


Trends in Church Membership, 1916-52 


“Tt seems that the major religious groups have developed 
in about the same relation to one another during the past 
50 years,” it was written in the statistical section of the 
Yearbook of American Churches for 1955. The same state- 
ment has been made before in connection with other com- 
pilations of church membership statistics. For example, 
members of Protestant churches were equal to about 60 
per cent of all members of all religious bodies reported 
in the Census of Religious Bodies, 1906; Protestants were 
also about 58 per cent of all members reported in 1926, 
and about 59 per cent in 1953, the latest compilation. The 
numbers of Roman Catholics, in compilations during re- 
cent decades, have generally been one-third of all members 
of all religious bodies—as was reported for 1953. 

But these are only rough generalizations, because com- 
pilations of the “latest information” are not complete, and 
reporting by some Protestant bodies was on a more re- 
stricted basis in 1906 than in 1953. Therefore, in response 
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to varied requests over the years for something more pre- 
cise on trends in church membership by groups of re- 
ligious bodies several special tabulations have been made 
by the staff of this Department. It has been possible to 
make these on an apparently comparable basis for many 
bodies back to 1916. These tabulations have been limited 
to official reports of Roman Catholic and of Protestant 
figures, because no published reports for other groups have 
been available for all years considered. 

It has been found that 126 Protestant bodies reported 
at certain intervals between 1916 and 1952. Specifically 
a record has been made of the reports of these 126 bodies 
for the years 1916, 1926, 1936, 1940, 1950, 1951, 1952. 
There were over 225 Protestant bodies in 1952, but the 
126 studied had over 50,000,000 members out of the total 
of over 54,000,000 Protestants reported that year. Thus 
the bodies that did not report regularly in the period con- 
sidered had less than ten per cent of the total Protestant 
membership in 1952. The year 1952 was chosen because at 
the time the study was made, more bodies had reported for 
that year than for 1953. 

Considering the 126 Protestant bodies reporting for the 
years indicated, and the Roman Catholic Church, we pre- 
sent the following summary of numerous unpublished 
statistical tables : 

The membership of the 126 Protestant bodies in Con- 
tinental U. S. increased from 25,822,062 persons in 1916, 
to 50,137,603 in 1952; a gain of 94.2 per cent. 

The membership of the Roman Catholic Church in Con- 
tinental U. S. increased from 15,721,815 persons in 1916, 
to 30,253,427 in 1952; a gain of 92.4 per cent. 

Between 1916 and 1952 the estimated population of 
Continental United States increased about 55 per cent. 

Precise comparisons of Protestant and Roman Catholic 
figures are not possible, but it is believed that all the bodies 
considered reported on the same membership basis in 1916 
and in 1952. Roman Catholics include all baptized persons, 
including infants. Likewise, some Protestant bodies in- 
clude baptized persons, including children. In the Year- 
book of American Churches, 1945, it was estimated that 
there were over 5,000,000 Protestant members under 13 
years of age. However, most Protestant members, pos- 
sibly 95 per cent, are over 13 years of age. 

Twenty-two Protestant constituent bodies of the Na- 
tional Council of Churches reporting for all years con- 
sidered had 18,969,689 members in 1916, and 32,093,122 in 
1952; a gain of 69.2 per cent. 


Eighteen of these denominations with predominantly 
white membership reported gains of 53.7 per cent in the 
period. 

Four of these denominations with predominantly Negro 
membership reported gains of 139 per cent in the period. 

Among the religious bodies making large gains, with 
the percentage reported, are the following: 


Percent Increase 


Name of Body 1916-52 
Church of the Nazarene ............00-s000. 653.7 
Seventh-day Adventists 219.9 
Lutheran Church, Missouri-Synod ........... 186.8 
Southern Baptist Convention ............... 181.8 
Evangelical Lutheran Church ................ 178.7 
American Lutheran Church ...........000005 154.4 


Included among the 126 reporting Protestant bodies 
are a number in groups or families of denominations. For 
these reporting, the figures are: 


Percent Increase 
Bodies 1916-52 
145.8 
Lutheran Bodies (17) 87.3 
Mennonite Bodies (13) 97.0 
Methodist Bodies (12) ..........ccccseese: 58.4 
Presbyterian Bodies (9) 57.5 


For the 18 Protestant religious bodies, with predomi- 
nantly white membership, in the constituency of the Na- 
tional Council, reports have been found for five-year 
intervals during the period 1928-53, inclusive. These in- 
dicate more rapid gains between 1943 and 1953 than in 
the previous years. Their situation is summed up as 
follows: 

18 Protestant Bodies with 
Predominantly White Membership 


Year Number of Members Per cent Increase 
1928 18,776,935 

1933 19,202,900 2.3 
1938 19,992,297 4.1 
1943 20,936,755 4.7 
1948 22,627,468 8.1 
1953 24,404,437 79 


For the seven largest of these bodies, with predominantly 
white membership, the rate of increase is about the same 
as for the 18 during the 25 year period. 

During the same period the Roman Catholic member- 
ship reported increased 3.2 per cent, between 1928 and 
1933; 5.3 per cent, 1933-38; 9.3 per cent, 1938-43; 14.2 
per cent, 1943-48; 18.5 per cent, 1948-53. 


Note: 

In relatively few instances, when a denomination did 
not report for the year studied, an estimate was made based 
upon the trend indicated after comparison with official 
reports either the year before or the year after, or both. 
Account has been taken of mergers in the period con- 
sidered. 

The figures for 1916 frequently quoted above are from 
the Census of Religious Bodies, 1916, including correc- 
tions of these published in the Census of Religious Bodies, 
1926. For other years the data here are for Continental 
United States as reported by official statisticians of the 
various bodies, and as published in yearbooks of these 
bodies, or as filed with the Yearbook of American Churches. 
For recent years practically all bodies report to the Year- 
book of American Churches. 


Contributions to 37 Protestant Bodies, 
1947-53 


In this Service, October 2, 1954, data were presented 
on trends in giving to 14 Protestant bodies that reported 
yearly for the period, 1929 to 1952. Subsequent tabula- 
tions indicate that 37 Protestant bodies, 16 of which are 
constituent members of the National Council of Churches, 
have reported yearly, 1947 to 1953, to the Joint Depart- 
ment of Stewardship and Benevolence and its predecessor, 
the United Stewardship Council. The results of this tabu- 
lation are here summarized. 

In current dollars, the 37 bodies reported total contribu- 
tions of $851,008,686 in 1947 and $1,519,991,170 in 1953, 
the latest year for which reports have been tabulated. The 
amounts for the period are listed: 


has 


( 
jar 
tril 
cot 
tio 
86 
iS j 
wi 
we 
co! 
tot 
pe 
ab 
Ce 
15 
cre 
tri 
by 
lig 
sic 
of 
ap 
th 
ha 
ins 
tri 
th 
$1 
of 
Jo 
N 
it 
we 
as 
Ce 


Thirty-Seven Protestant Bodies 


Year Total Contributions 
965,535,543 
1,083,651,314 
1,159,479,989 
1,278,053,845 
1,393,389,030 
1,519,991,170 


Considering the contributions for 1947 as 100, an index 
has been constructed, with the following results: 


113.4 
136.2 
150.1 
163.7 


In other terms, or perhaps in language more famil- 
iar to lay people, it might be said that the total con- 
tributions increased by almost 80 per cent, when 1953 is 
compared with 1947, 

Considering only the 16 bodies constituent to the Na- 
tional Council, total contributions increased from $561,- 
868,698 in 1947 to $977,150,126 in 1953. (The tabulation 
is again limited to those reporting every year.) The index, 
with 1947 as 100, increased to 173.9 in 1953; in other 
words, an increase of about 74 per cent. 

The number of givers is not reported because not re- 
corded by local churches or denominations. However, the 
total membership of the 37 bodies reported was 30,661,852 
persons in 1947, and 33,363,064 in 1953, an increase of 
about 9 per cent. The 16 constituent bodies of the National 
Council reporting every year for the period reported 21,- 
152,280 members in 1947, and 22,683,770 in 1953, an in- 
crease of about 7 per cent. Thus the increases in con- 
tributions are probably only to a slight — explained 
by gains in membership. 

Obviously, costs of rendering the services given by re- 
ligious organizations also advanced in the period con- 
sidered, but there is no index of these costs. The Bureau 
of Labor Statistics publishes a consumer price index, 
applicable to urban families with moderate incomes. With 
the average for 1947-49 equal to 100, the index for 1953 
had advanced to 114.4; or an increase of over 14 per cent. 

There is opinion to the effect that interest in new build- 
ings accounts for certain of the recent increases in con- 
tributions. The U. S. Department of Commerce estimated 
the cost of new construction of “religious buildings” at 
$126,000,000 in 1947, and $474,000,000 in 1953. This is 
for all faiths. The figure for 1953 represents an increase 
of 212 per cent over the one for 1947. 


In Statistics of Giving, the annual publication of the 
Joint Department of Stewardship and Benevolence, issued 
November, 1954, a report was included indicating that in 
six denominations whose financial reports were ” studied, 
it appeared that about one-third of all local expenditures 
were for new buildings and other capital improvements. 

The denominations included are listed below, with an 
asterisk before the 16 bodies constituent to the National 
Council : 

Seventh-day Adventists 
*American Baptist Convention 
Southern Baptist Convention 
*Seventh Day Baptist General Conference 
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Brethren Church (Progressive) 
*Church of the Brethren 
Brethren in Christ 
Church of the Nazarene 
Churches of God in N. A. (General Eldership) 
*Congregational Christian Churches 
*Disciples of Christ, International Convention 
*Evangelical and Reformed Church 
*Evangelical United Brethren Church 
Friends, Ohio Yearly Meeting (Damascus) 
International Church of the Foursquare Gospel 
American Lutheran Church 
*Augustana Evangelical Lutheran Church 
Evangelical Lutheran Church 
Finnish Evangelical Lutheran Church (Suomi Synod) 
Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod 
Norwegian Synod of the American Evangelical 
Lutheran Church 
*United Lutheran Church 
United Evangelical Lutheran Church 
Evangelical Lutheran Joint Synod of Wisconsin 
and Other States 
Mennonite Church 
Free Methodist Church of North America 
*The Methodist Church 
Wesleyan Methodist Church of America 
*Moravian Church, Northern Province 
Associate Reformed Presbyterian Church 
(General Synod) 
Cumberland Presbyterian Church 
Orthodox Presbyterian Church 
*Presbyterian Church in the U.S. 
*Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. 
*United Presbyterian Church 
*Protestant Episcopal Church 
*Reformed Church in America 
United Brethren in Christ 
Note: The unpublished tabulations in the statistical files 
of the Department of Research and Survey contain a small 
number of explanatory notes and qualifications, which are 
omitted here. They are mainly to the effect that in a few 
instances the reported figures have been adjusted to ac- 
count for changes in fiscal years. 


State Censuses of Faiths 


Twenty-eight nations out of 48 that took population 
censuses “in or around 1950” asked a question or questions 
on religion, according to data compiled from United Na- 
tions sources by Benson Y. Landis of the National 
Council's Bureau of Research and Survey. Notes are 
given below as abstracted from the schedules filed by the 
various nations in the Demographic and Social Statistics 
Branch, Statistical Office of the United Nations, New 
York. The notes give first the name of the nation or sub- 
division taking a census. The entry of “no question” is 
given after the nation, if in its recent census there was no 
inquiry concerning religion. If a question was included, 
we give the actual question asked, or a translation of it, 
and a summary of pertinent instructions to the enu- 
merators. 

Among the 28 nations asking a question on religion are 
Australia, Brazil, Canada, Ceylon, Chile, Denmark, Greece, 
Mexico, New Zealand. 

It is understood that much of the information gathered 
by the various nations on religion had not been tabulated 
when the U.N. gathered the above information; and fur- 
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ther, that the U.N. was not planning to compile the 

answers of the people to the question on religion. It is 

believed that the right of the citizen to object to answer- 
ing a question on religion is widely recognized. 

Argentina. May 10, 1947. Religion. Indicate that of 
the enumerated person. 

Australia. June 30, 1947, State the full name of the re- 
ligious denomination. (There is no penalty for failure 
to answer this question.) 

Austria. June 1, 1951. Enter the religion (e.g., Roman 
Catholic, Greek Catholic, Armenian Catholic, Greek 
Orthodox, Lutheran, Calvinist, Old Catholic, Jewish, 
Methodist, Baptist, Adventist, etc.) For persons pro- 
fessing no religion enter the words “‘no religion.” 

Belgium. 1947. No question. 

Bolivia. May 5, 1950. No question. 

Brazil: July 1, 1950. Religion. (No instruction to enu- 
merators. ) 

Canada. June 1, 1951. List religion. (Roman Catholic, 
Greek Orthodox, United Church, Mennonite, Anglican, 
Pentecostal, Presbyterian, Evangelical Church, Bap- 
tist, Lutheran, Salvation Army, Mormon, Ukrainian 
(Greek Catholic), Christian Science, Jewish, Adven- 
tist, Other, List : 

Ceylon. March 20, 1953. Religion. If Christian state 
denomination. 

Chile. April 24, 1952. Religion. Which is the religion 
of the person enumerated? Enter the one stated by 
the person enumerated. For example: Catholic, Prot- 
estant, Mohammedan, Free Thinker, No religion, etc. 

Colombia. May 9, 1951. No question. 

Costa Rica. No date given. No question. 

Cuba. January 28, 1953. No question. 

Denmark. November 5, 1950. Religion. Are you a mem- 
ber of the National Church (Yes or No). If you 
belong to a free congregation within the National 
Church, this should be stated. (Information to be 
used for the preparation of the registry of vestry 
electors. ) 

Dominican Republic. September 6, 1950. Religion. Spec- 
ify the religion that the person professes. 

Ecuador. November 29, 1950. No question. 

Egypt. March 26, 1947. Religion and sect. For Moslems 
write only the word, Moslem. For Christians and 
Jews, write the sect beside the religion. Thus: Coptic 
Orthodox, Coptic Protestant, Roman Catholic, Rab- 
binist Jew, Karaite Jew. 

El Salvador. June 13, 1950. No question. 

Finland. December 31, 1950. To be answered by every- 
body. Parish or Civil Register. Each Finnish citizen 
belongs either to a religious community or is regis- 
tered in the civil register. Child, not baptized, shall 
be considered belonging to same population register 
as parents. Examples: Lutheran, Greek Orthodox. 

France. May, 1954. No question. 


West Germany. September 13, 1950. Religious Confes- 
sion. Enter the religion or religious congregation of 
which the person is legally a member. If he has no 
religion, write none. 

Greece. April 7, 1951. Religion. What is his religion 
(Orthodox, Catholic, Protestant, Moslem ?) 

Guatemala. April 18, 1950. Religion. Which is your re- 
ligion? Enter the initial “C” (Catholic), ““P” (Prot- 
estant or Evangelical), “I” (Israelita), “O” (Other). 

Haiti. August 7, 1950. No question. 

Honduras. June 18, 1950. No question. 


India. March 1, 1951. Religion. Write H for Hindu; 
M for Muslim; C for Christian; S for Sikh; J for 
Jain. For others write the answers actually returned. 

Ireland (Eire). April 8, 1951. No question. 

Italy. November 4, 1951. No question. 

Japan. October 1, 1950. No question. 

Luxembourg. December 1, 1947. Religion. Exact denom- 
ination should be indicated. 

Mexico. June 6, 1950. Religion. Col. 45, Catholic. If 
the person enumerated professes another religion, 
specify it. For example, (Col. 46) : Buddhist, Protes- 
tant, etc. 

New Zealand. April 17, 1951. Religion. (Note: There 
is a statutory right to object to stating religion pro- 
vided “object” is entered.) 

Nicaragua. May 31, 1950. Religion. For example, Cath- 
olic, Protestant, Buddhist, Israelita, Other religion. 

Norway. December 1, 1950. Religious Affiliation. Those 
belonging to the State Church should write “State 
Church.” Those belonging to another religious com- 
munity state its name. Those without affiliation to 
any religious community write “none.” Note: All 
those who have belonged to the State Church and 
who have not withdrawn should write that they be- 
long to the State Church, 

Pakistan. February 28, 1951. Religion (Moslem, Caste 
Hindu, Scheduled Caste, Buddhist, Christian, Parsi, 
Tribal, Other). 

Panama. December 10, 1950. No question. 

Paraguay. October 28, 1950. No question. 

Philippines. October 1, 1948. Religion. What is the 
person’s religion? 

Portugal. December 15, 1950. Religion. If Roman Cath- 
olic, put a check mark in box No. 1. If you belong 
to another religion, put a check mark in box No. 2. 
If without any religious conviction, put check in hox 
No. 5. 

Spain. December 31, 1950. No question. 

Sweden. December 31, 1950. No question. 

Switzerland. December 1, 1950. Religion. Underline the 
appropriate one: 1. Protestant; 2. Roman Catholic ; 
3. Christian Catholic (Old Catholic); 4. Jewish or 
other. 

Thailand. May 23, 1947. Religion. 

Turkey. October 22, 1950. Religion. For Moslems, Jews 
and adherents of other religions, do not enter the sect. 
Only in the case of Christians should the denomina- 
tion (Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant, Gregorian, etc.) 
be stated. 

Union of South Africa. May 8, 1951. Religion, state 
particular denomination. 

United Kingdom. April 8, 1951. 

England and Wales. No question. 

Scotland. No question. 

Northern Ireland. State here the particular religion, 
religious denomination or body to which each 
person belongs. (The term “Protestant” should not 
be used alone, and the title of any denomination 
should be given as precisely as possible.) 

United States. April 1, 1950. No question. 

Venezuela. November 26, 1950. No question. 

Yugoslavia. March 31, 1953. Attitude to religion. (Per- 
sons of determinate religious conviction shall state 
their faith, and those without any religious convic- 
tion shall answer: “without religion.” For children 
aged up to 14 the declaration of parents shall be 
competent. ) 
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